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Social Media platforms are a source of transformation within the democratic process. Digital 
memes, seemingly facile and frivolous, contain a collection of dense and broad meanings that 
have become creative forms of political and social expression. Many complex messages can be 
communicated to mass audiences through mediated interpersonal communication platforms on 
social media through the usage of memes. This phenomenon creates what Limor Shifman refers 
to as a memeplexe. The focus of this study is to explore the transformative nature of the 
democratic process within digital and internet culture and the formation of an emergent genre of 
memes called ‘Karen.’ Karen memes contain serious social and political articulations, rhetoric at 
the heart of issues involving racism and social justice. In this thesis, the attributes of Karen 
memes are established and analyzed as two specific, novel Karen subgenres--racial injustice 
dealing with white privilege and white fragility and COVID-19 resistance and denialism. Ethical 
tensions involving democracy, gatekeeping, and the targeting of individuals are discussed. These 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 





On May 25, 2020, the same day George Perry Floyd, a Black man, was murdered by 
convicted ex-police officer Derek Chauvin, a White man and nineteen-year veteran of the 
Minneapolis Police Department, New York City resident Amy Cooper’s dog was unleashed in 
Central Park. In New York City it is required by law to have your dog on a leash. Amy, a White 
woman, refused a request by Christian Cooper, a Black man (with no relation to Amy), to help 
with the leashing of her dog and revolted by screaming, “Don’t touch my dog!” Christian was 
attempting to help Amy leash her dog and consequently, he was subjected to a verbal barrage as 
Amy called ‘911’ to request emergency assistance. When the New York Police Department 
arrived at the ‘crime’ scene, both parties had left and Amy was later charged with filing a false 
police report. Charges were dropped in February 2021 after she completed an educational course. 
“The Manhattan District Attorney's Office on Tuesday dropped the misdemeanor criminal charge 
against Amy Cooper, the White woman who called police on a Black man in Central Park last 
May, after she completed education and therapy classes on racial equity” (Levenson, 2021). Amy 
perceived a non-existent threat based on the sole fact that Christian was a Black person. Through 
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her eyes, Christian was a dangerous threat to her safety presumably because of the color of his 
skin. 
Christian recorded the confrontation on his cell phone and posted it on multiple social 
media platforms. The short clip video went ‘viral’ almost immediately. Amy Cooper’s actions 
were perceived as racist by the masses. Almost instantaneously, the encounter was connected to 
an emerging genre of memes and visual imagery labeled as “Karen” memes. Amy was now a 
‘Karen,’ circulating through the machinery of social media networks. Since this incident 
occurred on the same day as the death of George Floyd both images trafficked concurrently 
(although the death of George Floyd was spread much more widely), perceived by the masses as 
acts of violence against people of color. Amy’s sense of entitlement and racist perceptions 
categorized her into what will be discussed in this thesis, as a Karen. As a consequence of this 
incident, a ‘Central Park Karen’ memetic storm across the digital landscape followed in a mass 
rebuke of Amy Cooper’s actions. ‘Central Park Karen’ is just one example in an emergent genre 















In the digital Web 2.0 era, mass communication has entered the realm of mediated 
interpersonal mass communication facilitated by digital social media power structures. Many 
forms of human communication encompass the digital landscape. Social media platforms have 
empowered individuals to influence the masses on an interpersonal level of communication. 
Facebook, Twitter and Instagram, and many other social media platforms enable anyone to 
potentially communicate to a broad audience and hence, establish a platform for mass social 
influence and change. The invention of the ‘hashtag’ made it possible to communicate 
information across all social media platforms. With the addition of the hashtag, a single message 
can be broadly disseminated throughout many social media networks; hence, it can become viral 
and spread to a broad audience. Forms of digital communication have evolved over the years, but 
one, in particular, warrants an academic investigation due to its broad influential power, digital 
meme. Digital meme content has transformed from meretri humor to serious political and social 
speech. Usually influenced by short-form videos or clips (a form of meme) or macro images, 
creators creatively produce all forms of memes to critique or promote various ideological 
perspectives. Consequently, these messages contain political and social stances, hence, 
prompting reactions ranging from agreement to pushback. 
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The focus of this study will be on multiple examples of a genre referred to as Karen 
memes that fit into multiple subgenres, but two are expressly analyzed in this thesis--Karen as an 
articulation of racism and COVID-19 resistance and denialism. An examination of the 
consequential memes that countered the racial and COVID-19 public health issues will be 
conducted for the purposes of uncovering and critically engaging with the underlying meanings 
and stances that allow insight into the discourses being spread across social media platforms in 
regard to the broad umbrella of the genre of Karen memes. 
For example, the YouTube viral short clip video, starring Jennifer Schulte, the now 
nicknamed ‘BBQ Becky,’ has become infamous due to a racist theme being captured on video in 
a social context that assumed and perpetuated racism. The incident displayed how someone who 
felt entitled due to being a White woman, believed she had authority in determining what a Black 
family could do in a public park. ‘BBQ Becky’ was enjoying the park until she became enraged 
that a Black family was having a barbecue in the park. In essence, Schulte was suggesting public 
spaces should be segregated on a racial divide because she felt threatened by a Black family 
having a barbecue. Schulte called the police on the family and the authorities did not respond. A 
video, filmed by a bystander, was posted on social media and immediately went viral. The ‘BBQ 
Becky’ example highlights the racist injustice subgenre on the Karen meme spectrum. “A Becky 
or Karen is any White woman who exercises her power to police, surveil, and regulate Black 
individuals in public spaces” (Williams, 2020, p.2). Karen’s presumably feel a sense of White 
privilege. 
The amateur nature of most of these short clip videos, usually filmed on a smartphone, 
“invite people to fill in the gaps, address the puzzles, or mock its creator” and seem to easily 
influence human behavior (Shifman, 2014). These types of amateur-produced short clip videos 
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spark broad responses using other forms of memes to support or counter meaning published on 
social media power structured platforms. The live-streaming from mobile phones serves as a 
civic archive for a “streaming culture” (Burroughs & Rugg, 2014; Rugg & Burroughs, 2016). 
The ‘BBQ Becky’ occurrence directly caused a domino effect of pushback from memetic 
political activists. The message of the short clip video, perceived by many as a reflection of 
racism, was disseminated throughout social media platforms via the hashtag, #BBQBecky. The 
masses perceived the message and consequently, voiced their collective opinions, through the use 
of digital memes. The original ‘BBQ Becky’ short clip video and the memetic pushback 
discourse that followed categorized social meaning into specific social contexts that produced 
relative meaning within conflicting social structures. 
This study will seek to discover how digital memes as genres establish a new form of 
political speech and social discourse. Findings will attempt to display how digital genre memes 
create platforms for voices to be heard and hence, influence the masses and consequently 
influence a memplexe. Memeplexes are collections of similar memes that form what is referred 
to as “meme complexes” or “memeplexes” (Watkins, 2002). Another way of stating the 
complexities of a memeplexe is that the term signifies a collection of memes with similar 
attributes that form a theme and the common theme associated with the memes produces a social 
context. For the purposes of this paper the term memeplexe and genre are largely used 
interchangeably. Moreover, the ethics (or lack thereof) of the formation of these emergent genres 





In 1976, the term ‘meme’ was originally coined by Richard Dawkins, a biologist, to assist 
in articulating genetic sequencing by showing the “copying” and “imitation” that occurs in 
genetic mutations as articulated in his book, The Selfish Gene. “The word ‘meme’ is an 
abbreviation of another, mimeme, which is derived from the Greek mimesis (imitation)” (Coker, 
2008, p. 904). Years later, Limor Shifman, through a digital meme perspective, transformed the 
concept of the memetics in describing small units of culture contained within digital memes 
being transmitted through the use of ‘copying’ and ‘imitating’ through digital media messaging 
from individual to individual and if viral status is reached, to the masses (Shifman, 2014). 
Richard Dawkins original scientific concept helps media researchers gather meaning and 
identification of digital or internet memes and build and categorize data collection for analysis of 
the phenomenon. 
Digital memes are mainly used to propagate and argue societal issues through various 
messaging forms, facilitated by Internet platforms, with messages embedded with a mixture of 
humor and serious political and social issues (Shifman, 2014). Digital memes are normally 
repackaged to imitate and remix the meaning of the original meme, which is usually a short clip 
video. Through the process of repackaging, memes allow multiple actors to manipulate the 
original meme to create similar, yet, different memes that imitate or copy the original content and 
produce multiple cultural perspectives. Further, digital memes are remixed and imitated into 
separate, but similar sets of memes influenced by the original, perpetuating the original meaning, 
but in different contexts, further enabling the evolution of the original meme. “Another 
fundamental attribute of Internet meme is intertextuality: memes often relate to each other in 
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complex, creative, and surprising ways” (Shifman, 2014). Memes are works of art, and meaning 
is left to the individual to interpret. 
Digital memes are seemingly trivial, but they have evolved from paltry humor to reflect 
serious political and social issues that have a potential direct effect on the status quo. “Memes are 
idea complexes and meme vehicles (i.e.-images, texts, artifacts, or rituals) are their tangible 
expressions” (Shifman, 2014). These “images, texts, artifacts, or rituals” amass into larger 
vehicles suited for analysis. Ritualized engagement with memes are vehicles for social 
engagement as “media rituals” or specific “digital rituals” (Burroughs, 2013b, Burroughs & 
Ka’ili, 2015, Couldry, 2005). Rather than floating randomly in a sea of signification, genres of 
memes take on a particular discursive shape and narrow through the process of circulation and 
remix. “Vernacular creativity narrows meme literacy to certain groups where relative meaning is 
constructed” (Shifman, 2014). Further, digital meme literacy is dependent on whether an 
audience can interpret meaning from a semiotic approach or, in other words, derive metaphorical 
or discursive meaning from rich texts, involving written text, ‘symbols,’ and ‘signifiers.’ 
The participatory potential of digital memes has influenced communication processes. 
 
Active audiences’ participatory interactions within social media channels have created platforms 
with expansive reach to mass audiences (Jenkins, 2006; Duffy, 2009). Audiences have become 
active participants in examining and producing political and social memetic messaging. Memes 
encourage a multiplicity of voices to be potentially heard. Amateur meme creators of all political 
persuasions and socio-economic backgrounds have ‘user-friendly’ technologies available at low 
costs (or free of charge), which grant the potential to fully participate in meme creation on a 
macro-level, not just a privileged fraction of the population. “Vibrant public discourse depends 
on more voices having access to channels of engagement. If more people can log onto Reddit or 
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Tumblr and engage in political discussion from more perspectives, democracy benefits” (Milner, 
2013, p. 2361). Memes facilitate this involvement in political discourse. 
Political and social activists’ memes are just one of many genres of digital meme 
communication that spur mass debates, which are potential catalysts for social change and 
awareness. “Web 2.0 technologies such as YouTube.com—the largest video sharing site on the 
Internet—enable participative and collaborative communication with respect to otherwise one
to many messages” (Walther, et al., 2010, p. 470). The access to freely published largely 
unregulated content allows for viral swathes of misinformation to gather and go unchecked but 
also enables the potential for a memplexe to function and challenge the status quo. The Web 2.0 
era “called for increased participation in the mass media production process and suggested that 
mass media should be used to mobilize people in the sense of giving people the gift of 
movement” (Groening, 2019, p. 57). The ability for digital memes to mobilize gives individuals 
and content the freedom to circulate. 
The digital mobilization of beliefs and values means unfiltered messages are transmitted 
freely for the masses to process, resulting in the development of varying ideological 
perspectives. “Messages are perceptible to the entirety of a social network, which increases the 
visibility and vulnerability of users. The spreading of content is always a potentially political 
action and is not some smooth network logic where information freely flows where it should” 
(Burroughs, 2013a, p. 25). This ‘mobilization’ and spread allows the masses to participate in a 
memeplexe with ideas formed by uneven and often unpredictable information flows without 
gatekeepers, differing from mainstream or traditional media practices that once adhered to 
codified standards of gatekeeping. 
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Digital memes lead to broad creativity that allows for ‘dank’ messages to be contained 
within a visual image. “On websites such as YouTube, almost any user-generated video that 
passes a certain view threshold inspires a stream of emulations” (Shifman, 2014, p. 20). Certain 
digital memes become viral and evolve and consequently, online discourse ensues. In 
establishing the coherent and reliable meaning of a meme, one must understand the consensus 
meaning of the symbolism and a general understanding of the language being used. Without 
basic social cognitive structures or ‘schemas,’ forms of mass communication, such as digital 





The most relevant framework for this analysis is Limor Shifman’s suggestion of 
analyzing memes through an analysis of content, form, and stance. “Going back to Dawkin’s 
original idea--that memes are units of imitation--I find it useful to isolate three dimensions of 
cultural items that people can potentially imitate: content, form, and stance” (Shifman, 2014). 
The first component of Shifman’s model of analysis, content, relies on subjective interpretation 
of the text (in this case, digital meme). Through a hermeneutic analytical process, a foundation of 
relative meaning may be established. The second variable, form, identifies the vehicle of the 
transmission of the communication, such as short clip videos, still images, in-text image stills, 
GIF’s, emoticons, etc. As a result of how the content and form contained within a text are 
individually interpreted, cultural, political, and social stances can be created (Shifman, 2014). “I 
use ‘stance’ to depict the ways in which addressors position themselves in relation to the text, its 
linguistic codes, the addresses, and other potential speakers'' (Shifman, 2014). Shifman’s method 
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of analysis of digital memes encompasses these three key categories on how to interpret and 
create meaning within memes. 
The focus of this study will be on multiple examples of digital memes referred to as 
Karen memes that fit into multiple subgenres, but for the purposes of this thesis are analyzed as 
two distinct subgenres; racial injustice and COVID-19 resistance and denialism. A textual 
analysis on multiple texts will be performed on various Karen memes that began to highlight the 
existence of the social structure of Karen culture. The analysis will attempt to show that 
genre-based memes have strong influence on social discourse and dominant macro-level social 
structures (i.e.- dominant ideologies). Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis (CTDA) will 
be utilized as the method for the analysis (Brock, 2016). Brock describes his unique method for 
discourse analysis as, “Critical Technocultural Discourse Analysis (CTDA) is a multimodal 
analytic technique for the investigation of Internet and digital phenomena, artifacts, and culture” 
(Brock, 2016, p.1). The main intent of the CTDA method is tackling “discourse as a whole” 
(Williams, 2020, p. 6). The analysis will not attempt to solve any problems, but yet it will 
purpose, through observation, suggestions on memetic messaging issues that may develop 
questions in assisting in understanding the current digital flow of information within the digital 
landscape (Henriques, et al., 2017). Moreover, the analysis will attempt to show that genre-based 
memes have the potential to strongly influence social change and political and social discourse. 
The main site for accumulation of memes for this project was done on the Twitter handle 
@crazykarens, which has over 50k followers and serves as a public archive of Karen memes. 
The handle was monitored for a six month period from October to March of 2020-2021. 
 
Further, it becomes imperative to look at the issue of identity and identification in terms 
of broad social structures or genres. “Identification turns out to be one of the least 
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well-understood concepts - almost as tricky as, though preferable to, 'identity itself; and certainly 
no guarantee against the conceptual difficulties which have beset the latter” (Hall, et al., 1996, p. 
2). Hall’s focus is on the ways in which media artifacts are both coded with meaning and then 
decoded for audiences as they circulate through social networks, presciently foreshadowing an 
era of social media. In following Burroughs (2020), memes can be understood as “stitching 
devices” that ideologically conjoin the coding and encoding process into the media form of the 
meme itself and into the social media platforms where these narratives propagate. Overall, the 
method will follow an analysis of content, form, and stance, conjoined with an attention to the 
broader discursive threads that serve as “textual extensions” of this memetic genre (Oates, 2017). 
These textual extensions serve as articulations of the ideologies embedded within memes. This 
analysis is concerned with how this stitching of memes also operates to develop a genre of 




Memes as Political: Historical Antecedents 
 
An antecedent to digital memes and subsequent digital meme genres could be grounded 
within political cartoons. “Political cartoons can reflect particular ideologies or events at the 
forefront of public discourse or debate in a ‘snapshot,’ and be effective in capturing 
incongruences in political rhetoric through satire and caricature” (Lenette, 2018, p. 343). The 
digital meme seems to be an evolution of the political cartoon. Memes can operate through satire 
and caricature, while pointing to political incongruence within the public performance of social 
networking. “Internet memes seem to be the digital age of political cartoons, with infinitely 
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extended participation” (Börzsei, 2013, pp. 22-23). This extended participation is key to the 
salience of memes within popular culture and their ability as a media format to contend with the 
rapidity of Internet culture. 
The first published American political cartoon was created by Benjamin Franklin, in 
1754. It was entitled, ‘Join, or Die.’ The messaging was to unite the British colonies against 
ensuing threats, particularly the French and the Native allies, especially the Iroquois Nation. 
Franklin’s ‘Join, or Die’ messaging became a core value in American History and is a reminder 
that the United States union must never be broken in order to maintain and sustain a Democracy. 
It reflects the power of words and the inspiring nature of the visual image. Franklin’s design and 
messaging have endured throughout centuries and have evolved into a media artifact that has 
lasted to the current day, the ‘Don’t Tread On Me’ flag. In many other countries and cultures, 
oppositional political symbolism (i.e. political cartoons) is suppressed to halt the fomenting of a 
political coup or any attempt to overthrow a government. “(A)uthoritarian and totalitarian 
regimes have also censored and banned political cartoons and even persecuted political 














The influential rhetoric of digital memes may seem like a ‘flash in the pan,’ yet within the digital 
landscape hypertextual influence through memetics attempts to exert ideological weight 
reminiscent of political cartoons. 
Franklin's initial messaging generated a motto of a new country years before the birth of 
the nation, ‘e pluribus unum, out of many, one.’ It was a call for unification against ideological 
threats that jeopardized a desired way of life and the influence was raw and inspirational. 
Franklin’s goal was to unite the colonists to combat the French and their Native American 
allies, and to convince the British government to support a unified colonial government in 
America. He didn’t achieve that goal, but the image was so powerful and persuasive that 
it took on a life of its own. A few years later, in the prelude to the Revolutionary War, 
colonists repurposed it as a symbol of their unity against British rule. (Kiger, 2018) 
The evolved motto continues today as the ‘Don’t Tread On Me’ logo which carries similar 
symbology and contains a ‘whole’ and ‘healthy’ snake. It suggests ‘don’t step on us, or we will 
strike back.’ Following the same interpretational and discoursal logic of political cartoons, 
“(S)ymbolism is the heartbeat of caricature and that condensation and displacement play central 
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roles in the production and interpretation of political cartoons'' (Medhurst, et al., 1981, p.198). 
Digital memes seem to have taken the place of traditional political cartoons in order to keep up 
with the hyperpace of digital communication. “Historically, political cartoons have had an 
established role as part of the editorial opinion discourse of newspapers. As printed newspapers 
have faced serious troubles during the last decades and many of them have even ceased to exist, 
the significance of political cartoons may have declined” (Herkman, 2019, p.253). Digital 
memetics has transformed the political cartoon and has continued its relevance and influence in 
cyberspace. 
While the history of memes in politics can be traced to much earlier incarnations of 
political speech (see Burroughs, 2013a for a longer history), the contemporary climate involving 
memetic messaging, emblematic of the context Karen memes operate in, can be traced to the 
2016 U.S. presidential election. Republican Party candidate Donald J. Trump became notorious 
for his use of social media, mainly Twitter, to “flood the zone.” Utilizing the Twitter platform, he 
enabled others to ‘copy’ or ‘imitate’ his memetic messaging. With large amounts of short clip 
videos of Trump’s utterances circulating, digital meme creators, both domestic and foreign, 
produced viral memes that were scattered across social media platforms in order to influence the 
electorate. 
These messages from both digital meme generators and Trump spread through all social 
media platforms and influenced an uninformed electorate with misinformation, disinformation, 
and conspiracy theories from troll farms, Trump, and other bad-faith actors domestic and 
international (Burroughs, 2020). Trump was able to communicate to a mass audience on an 
interpersonal level and disseminate rhetorical or even, propagandist messaging to a mass 
audience (Ott & Dickinson, 2019). Trump invited himself into U.S. households and became a 
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digital family member. The Trump campaign was able to establish mass communication chaos 
centered around fragmented sound bites and memes with no real context, producing fierce 
political and social discourse or tweeting links to those doing the same. Tapping into the politics 
of populist “white rage” in the realm of social media, Trump was able to manipulate potential 
voters and persuade his agenda by propagating disinformation and conspiracy theories (p. 2). In 
an algorithmic world, this form of communication enabled others to spread Trump’s agenda to 
his supporters and consequently, these various forms of memes got distorted, imitated, and 
remixed into further false messaging. Some citizens, however, were unaware of this phenomenon 
and were led into believing baseless propaganda, while others relished in the generation of 
affective political emotion: 
Social media particularly energized these voters in unprecedented ways, as well as the 
candidates, who were trying to tweet their way into the White House. The process of 
popularizing electoral politics of the 2016 race had distinct consequences, not only in 
shaping political culture as we know it, but also in destabilizing established rules of 
political conduct (Heiskanen, et al., 2017, p. 2). 
Memes are particularly adept at this destabilization and aiding in the popularization of salient 
populist messaging. This is the context and political climate in which the Karen meme is 
operating. 
Moreover, right-wing mainstream media outlets and social media platforms propagated, 
throughout 2020, that COVID-19 will disappear, politicized mask-wearing, perpetuated 
COVID-19 as a ‘hoax.’ “It’s a hoax. There’s no pandemic. As Trump said, how many millions 
die of the flu? said the 56-year-old truck driver outside the early voting station in St Joseph, 
Missouri – a stronghold for the (former) president” (McGreal, 2020). As a consequence of 
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Trump’s rhetoric, COVID-19 grew into a massive public health crisis due to the political tactic of 
‘downplaying’ the severity of the pandemic and reiterating that it will ‘disappear.’ 
From the moment the coronavirus reached the United States, President Donald J. Trump 
seemed determined to construct an alternate reality around the outbreak. “In the information 
universe he has formed the social construct that, COVID-19, the disease caused by the virus, is 
no worse than the seasonal flu; criticism of his response to it is a ‘hoax’; and media coverage of 
the virus is part of a political conspiracy to destroy his presidency’” (Coppins, 2020). Social 
media power structures played an integral part in the dissemination of COVID-19 ‘downplay’ 
rhetoric and the ‘Big Lie’ conspiracy in assisting bad-actors in convincing Trump supporters to 
not abide by CDC guidance and also, to organize and attack the U.S. Capitol due to baseless 
conspiracies spread through hashtag activism, especially through the use of digital memes. 
“Living in an alternative information ecosystem that has falsely told them over and over again 
that the election was rigged, they view themselves as defenders of the Constitution, protecting 
America from rampant voter fraud” (Matthews, 2021). As a result of a social media mixed 
messaging storm, an insurrection on the U.S. Capitol fomented on January 6th, 2021. The most 
detrimental narrative carrying the most serious ramifications was the spread of conspiracy 
theories throughout 2020 that COVID-19 was a ‘hoax’ and that ‘it will disappear,’ when in 
reality, the biological SARS-CoV-2 virus that causes COVID-19 cost hundreds of thousands of 
American lives and has not disappeared. The following digital meme, and many others, followed 









Social media is one of the primary political playing fields where narratives and discourse 
surrounding racial equity and public health are debated, often in the forms of digital memes. 
Memetic campaigning did not begin in the Trump era, but the Trump administration escalated 
the influence of the medium. History tells us, “Campaigns became increasingly cognizant of the 
ability memes have to influence political discourse as a broader swathe of the public engaged 
with this inter-animation of politics and memes” (Burroughs, 2013a). An Xiao (2014) notes: 
The rise of online symbolic action – clicking on ‘Like’ or tweeting about a political 
subject – though long derided as ‘slacktivism,’ may well turn out to be one of the more 
potent impacts from digital tools in the long run, as widespread use of such semi-public 
symbolic micro actions can slowly reshape how people make sense of their values and 
their politics (An Xiao, 2014, p. 362). 
 
The most effective feature digital memes have that political cartoons lack is the ability for public 
pushback from others due to the participatory nature of Internet media. “For participants, the 
messages are no longer taken for granted or quietly critiqued but can instead be challenged with 
regularity through internet meme culture, blogs and other citizen media” (p. 370). This form of 
mass communication has evolved the traditional cartoon into an active artifact that circulates in 
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cyberspace and gets ‘copied’ and ‘imitated’ through a process known as ‘repackaging’ which 





The key purpose of this study is to expose that digital memetics has shifted from trivial 
humor to serious political and social discourse that can influence individual perspectives. The 
contribution of this thesis is to locate a specific genre of Karen memes and delineate two 
subgenres of the Karen meme not previously looked at in the meme literature. The analysis is 
located within and through the memes themselves--the discourses that the memes articulate--and 
not in the audience uptake of the memes. This thesis further highlights the tensions inherent 
within memetic messaging due to the lack of gatekeeping and a ‘double-edged sword’ ethical 
dilemma. Traditional information sources are being replaced with digital platforms that seem to 
lack integrity and enable anyone to disseminate any type of rhetoric, whether the content is true 
or not. A key concern is that there are no fact-checkers nor gatekeepers when it comes to digital 
memes. While memes are tools for social change, where Karen’s stand-in for racial injustice, 
they also locate that angst within individuals (predominantly white, middle aged women) who 
benefit from their white privilege but not expressly in the power structures that propagate that 
privilege. 
Ultimately, emergent forms of digital memetic genres pose ethical questions about public 
outing of citizens and the role of memes in political speech and public discourse. The genre of 
Karen memes publicly outs racist and conspiratorial acts, which push for progressive reforms in 
society, but also formulate public engagement that extends and accentuates a culture built on 
doxxing, revenge, and embarrassment--a double-edged sword that can cut both ways. In this 
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case, it serves to promote the public good, but could also destroy the lives and reputations of 
innocent people without any public arbiter beyond the internet masses. Regardless, this ability 
for memes to coalesce into a larger discursive whole and to articulate racism in society is a 
powerful tool moving into the future of civic life and the everydayness of politics by and through 
social media. Karen is a contested space of discursive and memetic struggle. 
The structure of the rest of the thesis will focus on digital memes and the evolution of 
digital memes as genres. Chapter two will outline how memes have transformed visual image 
communication from merely a platform for humor into a platform for serious political and social 
discourse through the use of thematic digital genre memes. It will discuss political activist 
memes. Chapter three will introduce Karen memes as a genre, articulate its origins, history, and 
the formation of the genre. Chapter four will illuminate the theme that Karen memes primarily 
focus on, the issue of racism and extend the argument. It will show how memes have become 
tools for political and social dialogue. Chapter five will focus on a newfound transgression of the 
Karen ideology, COVID-19 resistance, and denialism. It will further extend and display the 
dangerous elements of memetic communication. Chapter six serves as an outro-duction and 
summary of how subgenres of Karen memes and their racial and COVID-19 articulations 
influence political and social discourse. A conclusion of the research and findings of the analysis 
will be provided. The research question will be answered through a suggestion on the effects 
digital genre memes have on society in relation to micro and macro-level societal issues, such as 
racism. It will articulate how digital genre memes have become effective vehicles for the mass 
communication of political and social discourse. 
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Chapter 2: Digital Meme as Genre 
 
     
    
      (Figure 7.) The Epiphany 
 
Social media meme creators have the agency to influence the masses regarding serious 
macro-level social issues. “Stiegler’s focus on the ways that communicative technologies – such 
as memes – are central to the creation of subjects and publics makes it a useful framework for 
evaluating the ways that memes reposition participants in relation to political issues” (Carter, et 
al. 2016, p. 48). To reiterate, forms of digital memes enable the creation of vast social publics, 
structures, and communities (i.e. genres). “Genre, we might say, is a set of conventional and 
highly organised constraints on the production and interpretation of meaning” (Frow, 2014, p. 
10). Genres are constrained by an ideology, social structure, or other thematic elements. This 
interactive and unregulated form of digital communication of serious political and social 
discourse enables the rapid spread of information without gatekeeping. The lack of gatekeeping 
allows for dangerous and potentially false rhetoric to permeate social media channels and allow 
hostile digital communities to organize and disrupt social order. 
The meanings of digital memes are relevant to social contexts and structures, hence 
producing a broad array of meme genres. Visual Images inherently produce varying semiotic 
meanings (Katz, et al., 2017). ‘Repackaging’ (i.e. - remixing and imitation) of digital memes 
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display subcultural social contextual adaptations through the transformation or evolution of 
memes until the visual messages diffuse because, in the digital landscape, messages initiate 
and fade at a hyperpace only to be replaced by another original message or a repackaging of 
the former. From early iterations of Internet culture populated on message boards like 4chan 
and LOLcats, memes are a part of emergent social media vernacular (Chen, 2012; Miltner, 
2014). “Remixes do not always form a clear statement about reality: the combinations of 
various sources accommodate a plethora of signs and symbols that can be interpreted in 
many ways” (Katz, et al. 2017, p. 828). The vast array of social contextual semiotic 
differences in meaning influences social discourse in order to fill in any communication 
‘gaps.’ Through this process, dialogue is established, and individual interpretations of the 
texts (digital memes) produce an atmosphere of inclusive and exclusive social groups. As a 
result of this argumentation, social and political stances are revealed and either division 
occurs, or collective agreement is achieved, but meaning often becomes mixed based on 
individual textual interpretations. Consequently, alternate realities between multiple social 
groups may occur, producing ideological conflicts and producing discourse. “As public 
discourse, meme genres play an important role in the construction of group identity and 
social boundaries'' (Shifman, 2014). When “group identity” is discovered, a meme genre is 
formed. 
Memetic responses to social issues prompt political discourse. Memetic generated 
political discourse influences social perspectives establishing multiple social communities. 
Börzsei (2013) argues, “To this day, the most popular memes at any given time will likely cover 
important news stories” (p. 22). In expressing serious issues through creative and fun visual 
forms of communication, attention of a broad audience can be captured, more so than a news 
article (Dougherty, 2002). Social media and the sharing of memes is an interstitial part of the 
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everydayness of political life (Highfield, 2017). “Infographics feature strong visuals 
combinewith summarizing text and offer the ability to present complex information in a 
digestible form” (Friedlander, 2019, p. 4). The digestible, everydayness of memes also means 
that institutions are able to enter into the space of individual participation and enact articulations 
of “institutional authority” (Burroughs, 2015; Burroughs & Feller, 2015; Brubaker, Boyle, & 
Stephan, 2017; 
Church & Feller, 2020). This institutional authority also translates into the political 
 




Political and Activist Digital Memes 
 
Digital memetics has established an affective platform for mass political and social 
discourse. Digital meme literature has shifted focus from ‘trivial humor’ memes to the role and 
influence digital memes are playing in contemporary politics. “Early examples of internet memes 
include Grumpy Cat, Success Kid, Rickrolling, and Scumbag Steve” (Burroughs, 2020, p. 191). 
These types of early digital memes were designed seemingly to simply make you laugh at the 
goofiness and silliness of everyday life (Miltner, 2014). An important aspect to remember when 
discussing digital memes is that no matter what the topic of the meme, “cultural information” is 
always contained within its content, whether the meme refers to trivial humor or serious political 
and social issues. “Memes are contagious patterns of ‘cultural information’ that get passed from 
mind to mind and directly generate and shape the mindsets and significant forms of behavior and 
actions of a social group” (Knobel & Lankshear, 2007, p. 200). 
During the Obama administration, Michelle Obama, wife of Barack Obama, noticed the 
potential of social media and its influential power with younger generations. Michelle 
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incorporated a social media platform, Twitter, into multiple programs she was working on as 
First Lady of the United States. Quickly, Barack caught on to the power and reach of social 
media platforms and began to engage in digital memetic communication. At this point, political 
discourse had entered the arena of memetic messaging. Digital memes now became ‘weapons’ in 
the political atmosphere. Nissenbaum and Shifman (2017) argue, memes can be used as 
“discursive weapons” and should not be treated as merely “trivial humor.” Memes have 
expanded political discourse through participatory reach and circulation, enabling people running 
the gambit of political perspectives that were ignored or unreachable in the past to engage in the 
political debate. 
The 2012 US Presidential debate became the site for the contestation of memes as 
 
made-for-meme lines such as binders full of women, Big Bird, and bayonets entered the political 
and popular culture lexicon as memes (Burroughs, 2013a, Tay, 2014). “Memes are about 
connecting the political to the popular, the political to emotionally charged, affective media” 
(Burroughs, 2020, p. 192). With the persuasiveness of the visual image, fragmented written text, 
and a pinch of humor, digital memetic messaging has become an important form of 
communication for political discourse and social activism. Burroughs claims, “politics have 
always elicited strong emotions, and digital media often makes those ruptures more public” 
(Hampson, 2016). One main danger with political discourse and digital memetic communication 
is that there are no boundaries nor rules are in play of any sort, therefore creating the ethical 
dilemma of the ‘double-edged sword,’ leaving the door open for extremism due to the lack of 
information ‘gatekeepers.’ “Image memes, in their very form, house potential for populist 
expression and conversation” (Milner, 2013, p. 2360). 
Memes are essential in contemporary political campaigning in order to “keep up with the 
pace” of digital communication as opposed to traditional direct mail or television (Burroughs, 
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2013a). “President Barack Obama in his 2008 campaign was the first presidential candidate who 
made huge use of information and communication technologies (ICT), especially on his official 
web site and Twitter in order to reach voters and other stakeholders” (Aharony, 2012, p. 591). 
Political and activist memes are key in keeping effective messaging flowing at a pace that 
citizens in a digitalized hypertexual society can consume, comprehend and understand. “Political 
memes can also boil down complex arguments, for better or worse, into easily consumed 
memetic bites, operating as metonyms” (Burroughs, 2020, p. 192). In essence, instead of eating 
an entire meal, now one can skip directly to dessert. 
Political and activist memes are grounded by a shared social group identification, which 
enables a genre to develop around that identity to highlight the theme of any political or activist 
group. In the Occupy Wall Street protests, the activist memes circulated within a shared language 
of popular polyvocality (Milner, 2013). “Within political campaigns, the desire to reduce broad 
policy discussion into a sound bite or slogan works in conjunction with the popularity of memes” 
(Burroughs, 2020, p. 192). In a hyper-paced society, the simplest method to gather any 
information is to participate in the digital social networking culture within the depths of 
cyberspace. Due to this reasoning, digital memes have transformed political and social 
communication. Once the site of “tactical memetic activism” (Denisova, 2016), memes are now 
enmeshed in the machinery of politics. “What was once the prerogative and purview of 
campaigns and candidates competing with news cycles acting as gatekeepers has now become 
enmeshed in the participatory elements of social media and the apparatus of citizen journalism” 
(Burroughs, 2020, pp. 197-198). Campaigns and candidates don’t exclusively control messaging, 
the weaponization of memes means citizens are constantly using memes in “small political acts,” 
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which stimulate engagement but not necessarily increase “political knowledge” (McLoughlin & 
Southern, 2020). Thus, opening the floodgates for mass political discourse and social activism. 
For the purposes of this research, we ask whether or not digital genres of memes create 
an alternate form of political and social expression to persuade or influence audience 
perspectives on a macro-level derived from micro-level social media power structures. This 
research proposes that the Karen meme acts as its own form of digital genre connecting to 
political discourse through the memes themselves. The purpose, then, is to identify the 
boundaries of this genre of memes and how it operates ideologically to articulate forms of 
discourse and meaning-making socially and culturally. In doing so, we hope to identify two 
subgenres under the umbrella of the Karen meme genre, which does this ideological work. While 
there is substantial overlap in these ideological strands, enough of a difference exists to 
demarcate how the ideological work is manifesting within these subcategories. 
 
26 










In 2007, a reality television series, entitled Jon & Kate Plus 8, debuted on the Discovery 
Health Channel and a couple of years later, moved to the TLC network. The series starred Kate 
Gossilen, her husband, Jon, and their sextuplets and twins. Kate, during the course of the series, 
seemed to display an entitled type of disturbing behavior. The behavior was so offensive that the 
couple divorced in 2009. The show continued under the name of Kate Plus 8 until the series was 
canceled in 2011. Many consider Kate Gosselin “Karen Zero” (Goggins, 2020). Yet, the origins 
of the Karen phenomenon, as with many memes, are seemingly difficult to pinpoint with 
absolute certainty. Regardless of exact origins, Kate Gosselin has become the Karen poster child. 
Through her televisual performance, Gosselin may have initiated the formation of a larger 
collective idea about an entitled Karen, but her reality television appearances did not directly 
translate into memetic culture. Gosselin’s behavior on the two series was later extended beyond 
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the series and served as a kindling for building the genre of Karen outrage. 
Karen Meme Origins 
 
Circa 2018, a Karen memetic whirlwind began a digital meme culture debate. The origins 
of Karen memes are difficult to pinpoint. It has been suggested that Karen memes are linked to 
two Karen’s known as ‘Permit Patty’ and ‘BBQ Becky.’ These two examples highlight two 
middle aged White women calling the police on Black people who had committed no crimes. 
The following meme depicts ‘BBQ Becky’ and ‘Permit Patty’ communicating with each other, 













Allison Ettel, a.k.a. ‘Permit Patty,’ called the police to complain about an eight-year-old 
Black child selling water (supposedly without a permit) and Jennifer Schulte, a.k.a. ‘BBQ 
Becky,’ made a similar call and complained about a Black family having a barbecue in a public 
park. Both occurrences were filmed on smartphones by bystanders and posted on social media 
platforms. These instances were perceived as a direct assault on racial minorities and civil rights. 
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White privilege and White supremacy are key variables in the perception of a Karen’s sense of 
entitlement. “White individuals use their privilege and power to ensure that Black citizens 
conform to White notions of civility through casual acts of White supremacy such as calling the 
police on a Black family for having a picnic in a public park” (Willams, 2020). ‘BBQ Becky’ 
and ‘Permit Patty,’ White women, both called the police on Black people for no reasons other 
than they felt threatened by the color of their skin and/or they simply did not want black people 
in their space. Williams (2020) continues that “White women engage an extralegal type of 
patrolling, policing, and surveillance to regulate Black bodies in public spaces and uphold White 
supremacist notions of law and order. Becky and Karen memes represent a collective reaction to 
this policing.” Williams is emphasizing one of the key demarcations that constitute the Karen 
genre--whiteness. But, as the meme that frames this chapter above shows, that whiteness is 
propelled by a clear sense of entitlement, which imbues whiteness with authority and power over 
Black bodies. The meme states that Karen is “here for the manager” and “done asking.” The 
appeal for authority, someone in power, to help enforce Karen’s need and belief that she deserves 
to control public space is evidence of this entitlement. Karen’s have trust that institutional 
structures of power (corporate or legal) will reaffirm their White privilege. The idea that Karen’s 
are “done asking” implies that white, affluent women who have historically benefited from 
structural racism are now at a disadvantage. This is a performance of white victimhood and 
fragility that (for Karen’s) needs to be immediately rectified. This sense of entitlement derived 
from white privilege is a part of the Karen genre--is called out through the Karen genre, in order 
to draw attention to the plight of Black bodies. 
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Kate Gosselin’s hairstyle was adopted to illustrate a typical Karen physical appearance. 
 
In essence, the style has become part of Karen symbology. “Karen has a ‘can I speak to the 
manager’ haircut and a controlling, superior attitude to go along with it” (Romano, 2020). The 
shortness of the hair can symbolize affluence (it is styled and often colored), but also a kind 
middle aged gendering tied to motherhood. The hairstyle does not hold true with all Karen’s, but 


















The Karen Name 
 
The name Karen is a stand-in and shorthand used to demarcate racial acts of privilege and 
uneven power dynamics through the meme. The Karen name itself has no specific relevance 
other than those who initially identified the Karen meme phenomenon selected it to associate a 
broad social group with a supposed white female milquetoast name that would represent the 
demographic. Karen’s have “now proudly taken their place in the center of the world stage, the 
policewomen of all human behavior” (Miller, 2019, para. 48). This is policing through whiteness 
and class. In the introductory story about “Central Park Karen,” the woman felt compelled to 
even police and surveil (here by calling the police) a Black male attempting to invoke a claim to 
legal authority in a public setting, a public park. “A Karen ‘demands the world exist according to 
her standards with little regard for others, and she is willing to risk or demean others to achieve 
her ends.’” (Tiffany. 2020). Karen’s prioritize their perception of individual rights over the 
collective good. If a Karen can’t get what she thinks she is entitled to, then chaos may ensue and 
the police may be called. 
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Karen memes have brought to light the ongoing crisis of racism in the United States. 
“Visuals of Karens exploiting their privilege when things don’t go their way have become 
Internet shorthand of late for a particular kind of racial violence white women have instigated for 
centuries.” (Lang, 2020). The privilege referenced here is a white privilege. Karen’s are 
seemingly influenced by White supremacist values in direct opposition to an inclusive culture 
that strives for racial equality and equity. Throughout the history of the United States, 
institutional racism has been used by the dominant culture to subjugate Black people and racial 
minorities. Karen memes provide small glimpses into this practice of racial violence exercised by 
White women that has not always been public or spreadable. The everydayness of this racial 
violence that studs Black and Brown lived experience is conveyed in meme form. Karen memes 
subvert the surveillance of Black bodies (calling the police, getting the manager, threatening 
legal recourse) by flipping the surveillance on its head as a form of sousveillance--Karen’s 
themselves are policed by their memetic manifestations. 
Karen as Sexist? 
 
Another origin story for the Karen meme roots the genre within a crude enactment of 
misogyny: 
The “Karen” meme has multiple origins, each one using the idea in slightly different 
ways. But one of the most prominent uses developed on Reddit, thanks to a redditor 
known for posting amusingly bitter invectives about his ex-wife — posts so amusing, 
they inspired a high school student to make an entire subreddit, r/FuckYouKaren, devoted 
to turning his saga into a meme. Karmacop97 is a 17-year-old from Irvine, California. He 
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made the subreddit two years ago as a joke and named it after the now-deleted user 
account Fuck_You_Karen. (Romano, 2020) 
The Karen community tends to deflect the counter rhetoric by deeming the Karen labeling as 
‘sexist’ and demanding that they are being victimized by Karen memes, especially due to the real 
world impacts of these memes and their spread. Multiple public editorials have attempted to push 
back against the Karen genre, further proof of its calcification as a cultural shorthand, by calling 
the Karen meme, “(A) way of not just describing women’s behavior, but controlling it” 
(Freeman, 2020) and “pejorative directed only against people of a certain age, race, and gender, 
making it a slur by definition” (Strickler, 2020). Karen’s are not interested in having their 
privilege checked by Internet memes. In response to Karen pushback, it can be suggested that the 
behaviors of Karen’s are being documented, processed by the public, not described nor 
controlled. It should be noted that many Karens have faced significant, public backlash as their 
faces are plastered across social media, which extends the reach of an emergent Karen genre as 
they become internet famous. Some examples of real world consequences include Allison Ettel, 
as ‘Permit Patty’ and Amy Cooper, as ‘Central Park Karen.’ Ettel resigned as CEO of a cannabis 
products company after Karen memes of her incident went viral. “The woman who threatened to 
call police on an African-American girl selling water on a San Francisco sidewalk – and who 
was mocked online as “Permit Patty” – has resigned as CEO of TreatWell Health” (Campisi, et 
al., 2018). Cooper’s verbal rampage in Central Park led to her being fired from Franklin 
Templeton, an investment firm. “Amy Cooper was terminated ‘effective immediately’ on 
Tuesday from her job at investment firm Franklin Templeton, following a storm of criticism over 
a video posted online that showed Cooper calling the police on a black man who asked her to 
keep her dog leashed in Central Park and filmed her reaction to his politely phrased request” 
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(Voytko, 2020). However, within the Karen genre, the actual victims are racial minorities and 
anyone who is not in agreement with an extremist, exclusive, and entitled ideology that the 
Karen belief and value system seems to function around. “All of this is why the earnest feminist 
contribution to the Karen debate—why isn’t there a name for haughty, shouty men who make 
customer-service complaints, or call the police on Black people, putting them in danger?—is 
irrelevant. There doesn’t need to be a word for that, because the concept being invoked here is 
the faux victim” (Lewis, 2020). For Karen’s, accusing oppositional perspectives as sexist seems 
to be the only push back Karen’s have to counter different viewpoints in social and political 
conversations that can assist in producing negotiated social order and a stable status quo. Until 
the option of negotiation is on the table for discussion, effective and honest discourse may be 
sidelined for a while as far as Karen’s are concerned. 
In 1955, a horrific incident in U.S. history occurred and assisted in debunking the notion 
that Karen’s may be victims based on sexism. For example, the mother of Emmett Till, a Black 
woman, was a real victim, along with her son, who was brutally murdered as a result of White 
supremacist hatred. This historical and factual story articulates the real victims behind the 
meaning of ‘Karen’ genre memes, the story of the murder of Emmett Till: 
 
In August 1955, Carolyn Bryant Donham was 21 years old, and working in a store she 
owned with her husband, Roy Bryant, in the Mississippi Delta. A Black teenage boy 
walked into the store, and then—well, no one knows, exactly. Bryant Donham’s initial 
story was that he wolf-whistled at her. In court, later, she said he grabbed her, insulted 
her, and told her he’d been with white women before. Decades later, she said that she had 
made it all up, and couldn’t remember exactly what had happened. None of that made any 
difference to the boy, who was hunted down by Roy Bryant and killed. His body was 
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found days later, so mutilated that his mother insisted on an open-casket funeral, which 
would force the world to witness what had been done to him. His name was Emmett Till. 
Th(is) story is vital to understanding America’s Karen mythology. A white woman’s 
complaint led white male authority to enact violence on a Black person, and neither she 
nor they suffered any consequences. (Lewis, 2020) 
 
The Karen ideology has always propagated victimhood, based on sexism, but history tells 
another tale. History identifies racial minorities have been the actual victims of White supremacy 
since the birth of a nation to the current day. This type of behavior has become a societal norm 
among the Karen demographic and many Karen bad-actors are getting caught on camera. The 
messaging has grown into a massive data network and a genre of memes was born. The Karen 
digital meme genre has evolved into a multitude of subgenres. For the purpose of this thesis, the 
focus will be set on the subgenres of racial injustice and COVID-19 resistance and denialism 
centered around conspiracy framing. 
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As referenced in the previous chapter, Williams (2020) focused their analysis on issues of 
White women engaging in acts of “patrolling, policing, and surveillance to regulate Black bodies 
in public spaces and uphold White supremacist notions of law and order.” Building from this 
work, this chapter analyzes memetic themes centered on articulations of White fragility, gender, 
and ultimately White supremacy through the lens of Majorie Taylor Greene. “Unchecked and 
deadly White supremacy has made clear that post-racial America is a myth. White citizens have 
become comfortable with the social power afforded by hegemonic White supremacy” (Williams, 
2020). At a time when racial tensions in the US context are heightened, memes are used to 
exacerbate discourses of White supremacy and hatred toward racial minorities, but also to 
buttress and protect justifications for white privilege. 
The playing field for discourse has been significantly enhanced through digital 
technologies and hence, more ‘actors’ have entered the discussion enabling multiple narratives to 
emerge. “While those invested in issues of racial injustice have always deployed media strategies 
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to produce counter-narratives opposing white supremacist logic, the advent of Twitter has 
significantly changed the ways in which ordinary people and activists do their work” (Jackson, et 
al., 2020, p. 97). Memetic content is one of those ways ordinary people inject themselves into 
conversations that push back against those in power, even elected officials. Williams (2020) 
believes that Karen memes do create counternarratives to policing power, “Becky and Karen 
memes represent a collective reaction to this policing. These memes create counternarratives that 
subvert White supremacist action and call for restitution for unlawful acts and instances of racial 
harassment” (p. 1). Karen memes poignantly underscore that White female Karens are conscious 
of their own complicity in furthering structures of institutional authority. In addition to policing, 
gendered White fragility and White supremacist entitlement are underlying themes embedded 
within the Karen genre. 
 





(Figure 16.) Queen ‘Karen’ 
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Marjorie Taylor Greene is a known believer of the now infamous conspiracy theory, 
QAnon. “She has suggested that Hillary Clinton was involved in a child mutilation and 
pedophilia ring, and claimed that several high-profile school shootings were staged...Black 
people ‘are held slaves to the Democratic Party,’ she once noted, and white males are the most 
repressed group in the US” (Zurcher, 2020). Even though Trump never formally acknowledged, 
nor condemned QAnon, he recognized the broad support of the conspiracy theory, at campaign 
rallies, from his supporters and consequently, became associated with the ‘cult’ as a continuing 
play to denigrate the Democratic Party and liberal progressive politics. In essence, Trump 
signaled to his political base that these ideas are true and that they should fight because 
Democrats are these types of people. QAnon, currently, can be defined by the following 
articulation: 
QAnon is a far right-wing, loosely organized network and community of believers who 
embrace a range of unsubstantiated beliefs. These views center on the idea that a cabal 
of Satan-worshipping pedophiles—mainly consisting of what they see as elitist 
Democrats, politicians, journalists, entertainment moguls and other institutional 
figures—have long controlled much of the so-called deep state government, which they 
say sought to undermine Mr. Trump, mostly with aid of media and entertainment outlets. 
(Forrest, 2021) 
 
In the 2020 U.S. election, Greene was elected a U.S. House of Representatives Congresswoman 
from the fourteenth congressional district in Georgia. Greene and the QAnon conspiracy theory 
directly took Karen memes into the realm of serious political and social discourse. “One day 
after Democrats made an unprecedented move to strip Rep. Marjorie Taylor Greene of her 
committee assignments, the Georgia Republican countered that she’d now have plenty of time to 
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obstruct her opponents’ ‘far-leftist’ proposals and push her GOP colleagues harder to the right” 
(Sotomayer, et al., 2021). The further right on the political spectrum the GOP is pushed suggests 
a trend toward a White supremacist ideology and extremism. 
In April 2021, during the trial of Derek Chauvin for the murder of George Floyd, Greene 
floated a U.S. House of Representatives caucus entitled the “America First Caucus.” The 
underlying principle of the caucus was to maintain ‘anglo-saxon political traditions,’ containing 
agendas with heavy underlying White supremacist undertones. After mass pushback by other 
House members and the public, Greene quickly retreated. “Conservative Rep. Marjorie Taylor 
Greene is scrapping the planned launch of her ‘America First’ caucus after receiving blowback 
from leaders in her own party, despite confirming through a spokesperson on Friday that the 
caucus would launch” (Diaz, 2021). The discursive underpinnings of “America First” connect to 
flawed notions of traditional White superiority or supremacy. They gesture toward the idea of 
White Americans deserving to be rooted within the institutions and systems that prop up their 
privilege. In defense of the draft proposal of the caucus, Greene “accused the media of creating 
‘false narratives’ and focusing on race to ‘divide the American people with hate through identity 
politics'' (Diaz, 2021). Her demonization of ‘identity politics’ and belief that calling out racial 
injustice divides the country displays her own White fragility. The attempt by Greene to form the 
caucus sent a clear signal as to the underlying principles of racism and White supremacy she 
embodies. 
Conspiracy theories have infiltrated U.S. political institutions and the phenomenon has 
potential severe ramifications (McLeod, 2014). “Greene has made comments on social media 
suggesting that some mass shootings were staged by supporters of gun control, that the Sept. 11, 
2001, terrorist attacks were orchestrated by government entities and that a Jewish cabal had 
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sparked a deadly California wildfire with a laser beam directed from space” (Sotomayer, et al., 
2021). Rhetoric grounded on baseless conspiracy theories keeps expanding due to the 
inflammatory comments from people in positions of power and authority. Greene exemplifies 
characteristics of the Karen genre but with the added influence of being a member of a branch of 

























(Figure 17). This meme underscores compelling rhetoric about the issues of White fragility and 
White supremacy. The image directly attacks fellow sitting House of Representative members 
known as “The Squad'' that consists of Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York, Ilhan Omar of 
Minnesota, Ayanna Pressley of Massachusetts, and Rashida Tlaib of Michigan. The ethnically 
diverse group is on the progressive end of the Democratic Party spectrum and its main agenda is 
racial equality. The meme creator incorporates a photograph of Majorie Taylor Greene, an image 
of “The Squad”, a Chinese flag, a CNN microphone, and the written text ‘FIGHTING Socialist 
Democrats, Fake News Media and Communist Chinese.’ The meme attacks progressive politics, 
news media (particularly CNN), and an assault on opposing cultures, the Chinese and Democrat 
ideology. In essence, it is hinting that Greene does not want the White electors ‘diluted’ by ethnic 
diversity. 
Another key variable within this Karen meme is the denigration of racial minorities. The 
demonization of Chinese and Asian culture and racial injustice has become a part of the response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. During the pandemic, politicians repeatedly referred to COVID-19 
as the ‘China Virus’ or the ‘Kung Flu.’ Greene follows and extends the logic that the Chinese are 
taking jobs from Americans and that China is responsible for the outbreak of the pandemic. 
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Greene racially attacks the Chinese as extremists and devalues communism through emotional 
appeals, not with evidence. As a result of this sort of messaging, Asian hate crimes have risen 
over a hundred and fifty percent in the past year in the United States. Consequently, the meme 
perpetuates outrage creating mass political and social discourse that carries a high threat level for 
violent conflicts due to racial inequality. 
The meme also highlights the existence of the possibility of a biased media source. The 
image creator incorporates the CNN logo in order to associate the news source with progressive 
liberal politics. This symbol suggests that CNN is part of ‘diluting’ the White population in 
America. The image also includes a newspaper, specifically from the Atlanta 
Journal-Constitution (AJC), which draws attention to accusations of voter fraud and the 
illegitimacy of the electoral count in Georgia. The AJC was one of the primary traditional media 
sources to push back against misinformation around the election and the formation of the ‘Big 
Lie.’ 
The image of Greene suggests that she is the enforcer of countering these progressive and 
diverse beliefs and values. The form of this meme is an in-text still image and assumes a stance 
where Greene is the actual fighter against a kind of ‘woke,’ liberal racism impacting White 
people. As a result, a link can be drawn to her as an ‘Alpha Karen’ that is in Congress to inflict 
her White supremacist reasoning into law. The meme creator attempts to influence others 
through a message that racism is much broader in scope than racism against Black people. 
 
 
(Figure 18.) This meme suggests that Greene is only interested in running for office to advance 
an extreme ideology centered around White supremacist rhetoric. Repeatedly, Trump touted 
second amendment rights to his base and attack the so-called opposition, the Democratic Party or 
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the Radical Left. Stating, on multiple occasions, Trump insisted that they (Democrats) want to 
take your guns away from you. Trump uttered, we must “fight like hell” (McCarthy, 2021). The 
meme creator aligns Greene’s agenda with core values of White supremacy and directly exposes 
the three main variables of Karen ideology, ‘Racism, Guns and Revenge.’ Within the image, it is 
clear that Greene’s agenda is founded on an attack on racial minorities and racial equality. Again, 
this meme also suggests that Greene is ‘The Commander in Chief’ of Karen’s as she attempts to 
bring Karen values, entitlement, and anger into the realm of public policy. The meme also 
positions Greene as an oppositional figure, wanting revenge against the other political party. The 
form of this meme is an in-text still image and a stance against hate, violence, and white 
supremacy is portrayed. 
 
 
(Figure 19.) This meme conveys the current perception of Karen ideology. With the use of bold 
written texts, such as, ‘White Supremacy Republicans Created Black Lives Matter’ and ‘Don’t 
Blame Others For Protecting Themselves From Ignorance, Racism, and Hate,’ the meme 
producer attempts to clarify that hate and White supremacy are the primary reasons that BLM 
exists and that we must fight back against this hate derived from white supremacists values. A 
visual image is shown of Greene leading fellow Congress members through the halls of the U.S. 
Capitol. This example clearly highlights the political and social ramifications of White 
supremacist values in political institutions. The message of the meme creator is clear, the country 
is in a cultural war, and discourse is desperately needed to combat this hostile threat to traditional 
and moral American beliefs and values of inclusion and equality. In the meme, Greene is 
portrayed as the Karen with all of the answers for the Karen culture. The form of this meme is an 
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in-text still image and assumes a strong stance against far-right extremist politics centered on 
White privilege and White supremacist ideas. 
In analyzing Marjorie Taylor Greene’s Karen memes and Greene as a composite of racist 
ideology, Greene is a major progenitor of White fragility, White privilege, and White 
supremacist thinking. At all costs, she seemingly appears committed to defending and 
propagating ‘anglo-saxon political tradition.’ The Greene Karen memes build a social construct 
that tests her White fragility because the memes target her as a White supremacist, but when 
challenged Greene is quick in retreating and displays discomfort, contradicts the memetic 
messaging and goes on defense. Being on center stage in Congress, Greene is becoming the 
figurehead of White fragility. Counter rhetoric of White supremacist ideology is needed to 
continue the fight against hateful rhetoric and actions dominating current mainstream culture and 
Greene Karen memes are providing the flow of data needed for discourse. 
 
 
White women ‘allies’ fighting for racial justice 
 
Karen memetic rhetoric has generated fierce political and social rebuttals and has 
produced counter narratives to the Karen genre, such as the ‘Karen versus Karen narrative.’ This 
particular group is composed of those that fit into the understood Karen demographic of White 
middle-aged women, but they do not agree with the Karen belief and value system. In fact, most 
Karen memes are created by those opposed to Karen ideology. In a digital world, memes need to 
be created to keep the political and social discourse flowing at a fast pace in order to produce a 
status quo that achieves agreement from all. “What is unfortunate for this Karen is that I don’t 
have a Kate Gosselin haircut and I don’t spend my energy trying to get managers fired or yell at 
people who took my parking spot or skipped the line. Now I have to Karensplain myself and 
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overcompensate in my public behavior just to disprove that all Karens are alike.’ ― (Karen) 
LeBlanc” (Wong, 2020). The primary feature of the pushback is support for racial justice and to 


















(Figure 21.) Humanity Matters 
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(Figure 20.) This meme shows a White woman that may be identified within the Karen 
demographic, clearly opposing Karen ideological perspectives. The woman shown holds a sign 
explicitly stating that she is against racism, supports the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement, 
and believes that systemic racism is at the heart of the policing issues that reside within the 
country. Thus, directly opposing Karen views on policing and racial justice. In taking action in 
the BLM protests, the White woman portrayed in this meme is displaying support and solidarity 
with the Black community and projects White middle-aged women as ‘allies’ in the social cause 
for racial equality and justice. The meme generator's intention seemingly was to highlight that 
not all of those that fit the Karen demographic are actual Karen’s. The form of this meme is a 
still image and strongly assumes the stance of racial justice. 
 
 
(Figure 21.) This meme shows a White woman, fitting the Karen demographic, participating in a 
BLM protest. The woman is holding a sign stating, “White Apathy Kills.” In other words, 
without White ‘allied support,’ racial injustice may never be overcome. Action is the primary 
message contained within the meme. The meme designer’s intention was most likely to invoke 
action in support of the cause of racial equality and justice for Black people and all racial 
minorities. The form of this meme is a still image and assumes an anti-racism stance. 
Gleaned from this analysis it is clearly shown that not all middle-aged White women 
possess Karen values and a tendency to divide a society based on hate and exclusion. The memes 
counter White fragility and White supremacist tendencies apparent in Karen memes. It is clear 
from these countering memes that not all White women are racist, in fact, many are the direct 
opposite of a Karen. The memes represent empathy for racial minorities and support for the 
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cause of racial equality. More memes should be generated with ‘Karen versus Karen’ narratives 





These examples show a debate of political and social stances argued through the use of 
memes. They show the influential power of the visual image and the power of the written 
word-wrapped in a digital hyper-text that seems to have a deepening effect on society. With 
Karen ideology reaching a pinnacle by achieving pseudo acknowledgment in political 
institutions, the influence of a meme is evident. Majorie Taylor Greene, ‘The boss of all 
Karen’s,’ was elected to the United States House of Representatives in Congress. A moral and 
existential battle has arisen within the United States in the past few years, but it is clear memetics 
are having an influence on issues surrounding racial injustice and White supremacy. 
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The confusing political rhetoric in the U.S. during 2020 established a new Karen 
subgenre, COVID-19 resistance and denialism. The primary example was when “A Trader Joe's 
shopper in North Hollywood, California railed against ‘Democratic pigs’ and screamed at 
employees after they asked her to wear a mask while inside the grocery store” (Fearnow, 2020). 
Sandrella Zadikian, the shopper and white woman, stated, “‘He was harassing me, he cussed me 
out, do you think this is OK?’ The female shopper is heard screaming in the face of several 
masked employees, before one signals for her to leave the store. ‘You're f**king pigs, you're 
f**king Democratic pigs, all of you’" (Fearnow, 2020). Zadikian has become known as the 
‘Trader Joe Karen.’ Consequently, a COVID-19 resistance and denialism Karen subgenre was 
born as Zadikian’s entitled behavior was copied by other Karen’s once the Zadikian video went 
viral across social media. 
In line with this rhetoric are multiple right-wing conspiracy theories and baseless claims 
from certain public officials and social media power structures that facilitate the propagation that 
COVID-19 is a hoax rather than a serious public health crisis, a pandemic. False and deceitful 
messaging has made information gathering a politically partisan activity and emotionally 
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charged. Clearly, as Zadikian clarified in stating, ‘Democrat pigs,’ the issue of mask-wearing 
during the coronavirus pandemic became politicized. This brings us to two COVID-19 ‘Karen’ 
themes, false freedom and anti-masking and conspiracy Karen and public health. 
 
 
False Freedom and Anti-Masking 
 
At the beginning of the pandemic, many Karen’s were convinced, through the 
dissemination of politically charged conspiratorial rhetoric, that the pandemic was a hoax and 
that the disease was nothing worse than influenza. Consequently, ‘Karen Nation’ decided that 
wearing a mask was infringing on their personal freedoms and decided to disregard CDC 
pandemic safety guidelines and battle anyone who objected to the idea. Once again, the entitled 
and White privileged Karen became the authority figure on the issue of mask wearing. Karen’s 





















(Figure 23.) This image depicts a white middle-aged woman in three distinct video clip stills 
that seemingly show her on a verbal and non-verbal rampage. The stills were taken from a viral 
short clip video of Sandrella Zadikian filmed at a Trader Joe’s grocery store. The context of the 
video is Zadikian entered a Trader Joe’s grocery store during the COVID-19 pandemic without 
wearing a facial covering or mask where it was mandated by law and did not even attempt to put 
one on. Many states in the U.S. have created mandates for mask wearing inside of businesses and 
indoors areas during the pandemic. Zadikian had an opposing perspective about mask wearing. 
She had a sense of entitlement to act in any manner she felt fit. Instead of being concerned about 
public safety, she only cared about how she felt about the situation. 
For Zadikian and other Karen’s, having to wear a mask impinges on personal freedoms. 
This sense of entitlement is derived from values of White superiority. The meme creator displays 
not only a verbal assault on staff and other customers, but also shows the non-verbal 
communication that seems to suggest that she is the ‘boss’ of the show and whatever she 
demands are the way things must be. The sad truth about Zadikian and others false sense of 
freedom is that by not following CDC guidelines to help slow the spread of COVID-19 and 
potentially end the pandemic, Zadikian or Karen type of behavior will only further delay society 
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gaining ‘real’ freedom from the virus and a return to normalcy through vaccinations and 
adherence to public health guidelines. Conspiracies drive some people into countering logic and 
science with pure emotion and irrationality. Zadikian is now known as the ‘Trader Joe’s Karen.’ 
Zadikian’s rant became political as she told everyone that countered her argument that they were 
‘Democrat pigs.’ Donald Trump, throughout the pandemic, never emphasized the true 
importance of wearing a mask and blamed Democrats’ for attempting to take personal freedoms 
from American citizens. Consequently, mask wearing became politicized. Seen through the eyes 
of many during the pandemic, if you wear a mask, you must be a liberal and if you do not, you 
support freedom. The form of this meme is a still image and its creator takes a strong stance that 
mask wearing is a key in public health measures. 
 
 
(Figure 24.) This meme shows a woman fitting the Karen demographic in a business with a 
mask on, but with one major altercation, a hole cut into the mask. Since Karen’s are the 
‘managers’ of human behavior, they create their own rules, no matter what the circumstance. The 
lady in the image is indeed wearing a mask, but she cut a hole down the middle of it so that she 
could apparently breathe. To be clear, the mask cutting trend became another pandemic Karen 
trend, illogically revolting against a false sense of freedom being stripped from them. The meme 
disseminates a message depicting the phenomenon of this selfish and dangerous behavior during 
a pandemic. Again, this Karen is only delaying normalcy and not striving or assisting in reaching 
the goal of ending the pandemic as soon as possible as a result of a collective force built around 
teamwork, a core American value. The form of this meme is a still image and the meme 




This analysis highlights the dangers of bringing politics into a public health crisis. 
Politicians turned the COVID-19 pandemic into a politicized question mark for most of the 
population. Their messaging was so powerful and influential, that a large segment of the 
population ignored CDC public health guidelines because they believed that there was no threat 
and that COVID-19 is just like the flu. Seemingly, a large part of that population segment fits 
into the Karen community. Feeling as though their determination of the pandemic was correct, 
the Karen population began enforcing their own rules. Mask wearing became politicized through 
the rhetoric that wearing a mask is infringing on the personal freedoms of citizens. Karen’s 
across the country adopted this messaging and ensued on a rampage against government 
mandates for mask wearing. 
 
 
Conspiracy Karen and Public Health 
 
Another characteristic among the Karen community is overlap with ‘anti-vaxxers.’ In the 
midst of a pandemic, this can be a troublesome matter due to the necessity of the majority of the 
population needing to get vaccinated in order for society to achieve ‘herd immunity’ and 
effectively end the pandemic in a region. These Karen memes promote and encourage alternative 
medicines, hence, the memes messaging is to push back against Karen’s being the ‘so-called’ 
medical experts. Therefore, instead of science, in the universe of Karen’s, there is the belief that 






















(Figure 25.) This meme suggests that Karen views the pandemic as a falsehood and that it can be 
cured with the application of her essential oils. The lack of Karen’s acknowledging COVID-19 
as a serious biological threat is a public health concern and potentially worsens the pandemic. 
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The intention of the meme creator was most likely to pull attention to this type of individualistic 
behavior at the expense of the community. A Karen’s sense of White privilege seems to overrie 
the need for altruism. The form of this meme is an in-text still image and the meme creator takes 
a political stance in favor of public health and safety. 
 
 
(Figure 26.) This meme bluntly pokes fun at Karen’s. It suggests, in a newsroom setting, that 
‘Karen from Facebook’ is the leading expert on the coronavirus. It directly asserts that Karen’s 
do not believe scientists to be virological experts, instead Karen’s personal remedies such as 
‘essential oils’ are protections against the virus and not vaccines or public health measures from 
actual medical professionals. The meme creator suggests that Karen’s continue to view 
COVID-19 through a political lens that was formed from conspiracists. Seemingly, Karen’s want 
to be the experts of life, or at least the managers. The form of this meme is an in-text still image 
and the meme designer assumes a stance of science over alternative remedies, especially for 
serious health issues. 
These memes express how Karen’s try to enforce their personal freedoms. Essentially, 
their ‘Whiteness’ positions them as superior and if they believe in something, then everyone else 
must follow their rules. Due to the irrationality of Karen’s, public health guidance was ignored 
by many and the pandemic grew into an even larger crisis. Popularized by political propaganda, 
the misinformation campaign concerning the pandemic created a further racial divide in the 
country because most accepting the belief of COVID-19 as a hoax are white people. The entitled 









Entitlement is displayed to the fullest extent with examples of Karen’s behaving however they 
see fit, even during a worldwide public health crisis. Mainly based on principles of hate and 
White privilege, Karen’s have a feeling of White superiority over others that do not adhere to the 
same belief and value system and challenge their perceived authority. When the entire population 
of the United States is at war with a deadly virus, Karen’s disregard public health guidance and 
scientific facts over conspiracy theories. Due to ignorance and the constant spread of 
disinformation, Karen’s and their maskholes pose public health threats. Selfishness manifested as 
an entitlement that places the individual over the needs of the collective is a primary attribute of 
COVID-Karen and the subsequent memes. Karen’s adopting anti-masking has put many lives in 
jeopardy because a social grouping of people decided that masks infringed on personal freedom. 
Beware of the selfish stereotypical Karen, one's public safety may be at risk. 
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A Guardian article from late December declared the year 2020 as, “The year of Karen: 
how a meme changed the way Americans talk about racism” (Wong, 2020). The article outlines 
how the “specter of Karen” persisted throughout Black Lives Matter protests, the murder of 
George Floyd, and the toppling of statues. Despite the speed at which Internet culture burns 
through news, viral sensations, and even the circulation of memes themselves, the Karen genre 
calcified and remains a tool for increasing the visibility of racial violence. In the realm of social 
media and memetic circulation, however, ethical standards have fallen on a ‘double-edged 
sword.’ The formation of online ethics are in a state of transformation, but this confusion can 
contain significance in both the affirmative and negative. 
Within this ethical dilemma, political and social discourse is bound for an inevitable 
struggle. With the advent of genres of digital memes, discourse has extended its reach. A person 
does not have to be wealthy, educated or even generally informed to be involved in the political 
conversation any longer. Memetics has enabled the masses, in the millions, to understand and 
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contribute, whether in a positive or negative way, to the democratic process. If an individual has 
an opinion, electricity and internet access, then one is able to participate. “Memes are 
seemingleverywhere: they have come to dominate the online discourse of social media 
networks...they are the subjects of serious critical inquiry by scholars and archivists, and they 
have even warranted direct commentary (and even re-use) by politicians and heads of state” 
(McGrath, 2019). With participatory culture being an integral variable in social media, anyone 
with a computer can join the hypertextual conversation and most, produce messaging from pure 
and raw emotion creating a sense of the importance of any issue being discussed. The impulsive 
and emotional nature of digital memes, their affective intensity, makes the ethical dilemma 
within cyberspace even more complicated. 
With digital memes involving serious social and political issues, ethics are of the utmost 
importance, even when played down as simply innocuous, innocent humor, often in the form of 
sarcasm. “In the media environment, social problems are treated as isolated incidences of 
individual bad luck, dismissed, or worse, appropriated in the name of irony and sarcastic humor, 
but not solved for the people who must live with the consequences of oppression such as racism, 
sexism, ableism, ageism, and so on, which are reduced to simplistic aesthetic portrayals” (Kien, 
2013, p. 556). Kien’s point is that memes often don't solve real life everyday problems for 
people. Even worse, memes, including Karen memes, can function as overly simplistic 
appropriations of Black trauma where audiences get a laugh, but don't have to deal with the 
consequences of racism or white privilege. However, as we have shown, Karen memes do 
actually make some consequential challenges to the status quo, puncturing privilege, but that is 
often through a kind of voyeuristic humor that exploits Black pain. 
Social media power structures have transformed some forms of digital communication 
(i.e. memes) of political and social discourse into a swapmeet of chaos and confusion. Online 
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social media power structures have empowered individuals to freely and without censorship 
disseminate information, across the digital landscape for the masses to consume. Early social 
media platforms, such as ‘blogs’ and ‘chat rooms,’ were spaces for largely open discourse. As 
time progressed, corporations seized on the opportunity to capitalize on this new 
phenomenon. The emergence of ‘Big Tech’ (i.e. Facebook, Twitter and Instagram) 
revolutionized the meaning of social media. Power-structured corporate social media 
platforms began to ‘start-up,’ creating lucrative markets and dominant online discursive 
platforms. Social media outlets, such as Facebook, YouTube, Twitter and Instagram, became 
mass facilitators of discourse, containing truth and/or falsehoods, depending on the social 
communities within the power structures. Until recently, ‘Big Tech’ companies had not taken 
an approach to self-regulate their platforms, but due to numerous dangerous political and 
social rhetorical posts, accounts have been closed, while others now contain disclaimers. 
“The use of social media offers rich data and innovative methods of recruitment and 
retention—but also some unexpected ethical conundrum because like all memes it can take 
on a life of its own, evolve, replicate, and influence the world of ideas” (Swirsky, et al., 2014, 
p. 61). With false information trafficking across social media platforms, the threat of 
unethical digital communication, evidenced by January 6th, 2021, can cause disruption to the 
established social order. When this memetic upheaval targets racism as a form of activism in 
the forms of Karen memes, it is applauded as a tool for social justice, but when manipulated 
to question the legitimacy and integrity of electoral systems, it can threaten democracy. 
Karen memes also encourage the singling out of individual citizens and publicly 
embarrassing them for their own pleasure and entertainment. These are all ethical 
considerations that will persist into the future. In the meantime, digital memes should be paid 
close attention to due to the potentiality for real world dangerous ramifications that some 
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